There were three objectives of this study: (1) to identify and document patterns in operational audits currently being used in hotel housekeeping operations in North America; (2) to analyze and summarize the most important elements of these housekeeping audits; (3) to develop a generic hotel housekeeping audit which could be self-administered by employees and management. Qualitative methodologies including document content analysis, expert panel analysis and instrument field testing were used. The study resulted in a generic, comprehensive housekeeping operational audit. [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@ haworthpress.com> Website: <http://www.HaworthPress.com>
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
In a fast paced, growing, and highly competitive economic environment, managers look for tools to implement management principles in their operation to produce economical, efficient, and effective results. Operational auditing is a tool that can be used to ensure that management practices are being conducted properly and are guiding the organization toward its intended goal (Reider, 1999) . The term operational auditing started to get considerable attention in the late 1960s when the United States General Accounting Office (GAO) began developing operational auditing procedures for the federal government. Concise guidelines for operational auditing focusing on economy, efficiency, and effectiveness were published in 1972 and have been performed by astute managers since (Driessen & Mellenkamp, 1993) . Casado (2000) proposed that there are three levels of management expertise needed to successfully manage a hotel housekeeping department: management of resources, administration of assets, and technical knowledge of housekeeping operations. An operational audit could augment management techniques in each of these areas. Additionally, hotel housekeeping operational audits could be very important to all levels involved in the department including management, supervisory, and front line employees. The operational audit would allow all these individuals to gain more control over the management functions for which they are responsible (Moreo, Savage, & Sammons, 1997) . Although operational auditing has been defined in various ways, the following concise definition was used in this research: "The operational audit is an organized review of a department's operating procedures" (Moreo & Savage, 1990, p. 243) . Several studies have been performed to develop an operational audit system for the hotel front office department (Moreo et al., 1997) .
PURPOSE
The purpose of this study was to develop a generic hotel housekeeping audit process that can be customized for individual hotel properties or multi-flagged companies. Although it is widely known that hotel companies have conducted operational audits, the proprietary nature of these audits prevents full accessibility to them. The practice of operational auditing in the hotel industry could be improved by documenting current practices, identifying areas of relative importance and potential deficiencies then integrating this information into a complete operational audit format specifically for hotel housekeeping departments (Moreo et al., 1997) .
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Several studies indicate that an operational audit is important at all levels of operations, from management to front line employees. Additionally, the audit could be used to delineate areas of strengths and weaknesses in operations, and be a management tool for employee motivation, reward, and developmental guidance. A generic housekeeping audit could also efficiently augment a hotel's management procedures and techniques by utilizing departmental employees to perform the audit. One of the most important aspects of an audit is that it can be implemented in all classifications of hotel properties (Moreo et al., 1997) . Dreisson and Mollenkamp (1993) state that an operational audit can be used as an internal review of an organizational unit or a process in which an opinion can be rendered systematically to the business's management. Economically, the use of an operational audit could reduce external audit costs (Spraakman & Ibrahim, 1998) . Components of the audit could serve as an organizational tool for illustrating how the concept of "systems design" can be implemented in a hotel housekeeping department (Moreo & Savage, 1990) .
There are many compelling reasons which could lead to the conclusion that an operational audit could be important to all levels of employees, including management, supervisors, and staff. Two of the most important reasons identified are quality assurance for guest satisfaction and the operational information that an audit system could yield. Reider (1994) and Moreo et al. (1990) suggest that an operational audit could enhance total quality management and the continuous improvement process in several ways. A hotel housekeeping operational audit could involve management and employees working together in a fact-finding process. Employees are encouraged to participate in the ongoing development of the audit process which could be an empowerment benefit to them. Operational auditing is important because it allows:
1. documenting current practice, 2. identifying areas of importance, and potential areas of deficiency, and 3. integrating this knowledge into a complete operational audit structure specific to the industry (Moreo et al., 1997) .
METHODOLOGY
The research design utilized was qualitative and incorporated several elements of inquiry, such as content analysis of documents, fieldwork with participant observation, and interviewing. A content analysis of hotel housekeeping operational audit procedures, questionnaires, and checklists provided by 25 hotel companies in four hotel segments (casino, full-service, luxury and limited-service) was performed to document current practices. The titles of the documents provided by the responding hotels varied as indicated above. For the sake of clarity, the authors have chosen the term "questionnaire" throughout this study.
It was first necessary to organize the approaches which hotels took to housekeeping management operations and to identify the most prevalent techniques used. This research attempted to identify the questions to be asked in constructing a useful housekeeping audit. The resulting data analysis yielded frequencies of practices and patterns of operational techniques of the hotel companies for their housekeeping departments.
The process of selecting the sample hotel companies was reviewed apriori by a panel of hotel management experts that looked for the most representative of top tier hotel companies in the industry. The members of this group represented large, luxury corporate hotels, luxury independent chain, mid market chain, casino hotels, and small independent operations. A proportional stratified purposive sample of 25 hotel companies in each classification of limited service, full service, luxury, and casino/hotel properties was selected. In addition to the classification criterion, only multi-property companies were chosen. It was the intent of the researchers to include a broad spectrum of operations which would be representative of the diversity of hotel companies in the United States. Clearly the data do not represent a statistically random picture of hotels in the United States. The sample, does, however contain a breadth of operating content but is small enough to be workable for in depth qualitative analysis.
A team consisting of researchers who were all former hotel managers, housekeeping managers, and hotel consultants was assembled to analyze the manuals, audits, questionnaires and checklists which were received from the hotel companies. Some of the members of this team were the same as the first team. It also included international hotel operations and small, luxury independent hotel representation. The team first analyzed the material to divide it into operationally segmented categories. In addition to their managerial experience in delineating the categories, the team relied upon operational areas of hotel housekeeping management as set forth in The Professional Housekeeper (Schneider, Tucker, & Scoviak, 1999) . After establishing operational categories the researcher and other team members assigned a "code" to each operational technique occurrence in every document received from the respective hotel companies, placing them in the corresponding operational audit category.
The sections of the manuals and checklists were divided into 13 operational categories. Each category was analyzed for the relative total emphasis which the companies, on aggregate, placed on each of them. The names of the 13 categories follow: Each of the categories, such as "guest room cleaning procedures" was coded and analyzed for the number of occurrences reported by each hotel. The operational audit was further developed by using the researchers' own experience in the industry to add, delete, and modify the questionnaire in areas that were missing, incomplete, or vague.
The questionnaire was then field tested in three hotels of different sizes, geographical locations and classification. A researcher worked with hotel housekeeping staff during all shifts in the department interviewing line level staff members, supervisors, and managers who used the audit questionnaire.
Results of the field test provided sufficient information to confirm operational functions of the department as well as the content and implementation of the audit. This field test was critical to ensure a meaningful and practical final design of the housekeeping operational audit.
RESULTS
Content analysis of the manuals revealed that a broad spectrum of information pertaining to hotel housekeeping was covered. In addition, the questions and statements in the material received varied significantly in length and detail, ranging from a two-page checklist to a 432 page manual. The frequencies and means of the specific categories are presented in Table 1 . Due to the different hotel segments involved in the analysis the frequencies may not fully indicate the importance of each category, the means are also included in Table1. Based on a variety of factors, not all hotels would necessarily report occurrences in each category or operational area. The summary of contents of major coded categories is ranked by percentages from the most frequently reported occurrences to the least reported. The contents of sub-categories are described and reported as a percentage of the major categories. The mean number of occurrences per category, per respondent questionnaire was calculated and is also reported in Table 1. In addition, there are wide variations within the same classification of hotels. For example, a nationally branded full service property reported 221 total occurrences while a different hotel company in the same classification reported 125. Possible explanations of these variances include the range of thoroughness of manuals from one company compared to other companies and omission of proprietary information from manuals or audits sent to the researchers. Although Table 1 might not fully indicate the importance of each category, particularly in the emphasis placed on each operating category, the codes and their frequencies show the general trends of practices in the set of manuals, audits, questionnaires and checklists that were analyzed for the study.
The findings of the study indicate that almost 80% of important hotel housekeeping department procedures and practices were in 8 categories. Ranked in order of importance were cleaning of guest rooms, public space cleaning, organization of department, inventory, human resources, preventive maintenance, laundry, and communications. The remaining 20%, listed in order of importance, were in safety and security, guest services, training, expenses, and purchasing.
After content analysis and field testing, a hotel housekeeping operational audit questionnaire containing 13 operational categories and 71 sub-categories was developed that can be self-administered by employees and management. Field testing resulted in clarification of employee use of the audit questionnaire. A sample page from the actual audit is shown in Table 2 .
The Design and Use of the Operational Audit
The questionnaire can be customized for individual properties allowing for questions that consider a particular hotel's unique characteristics. One of the benefits of this comprehensive questionnaire is that it may include new policies and procedures that should be incorporated in the operation of a particular property. Inappropriate or irrelevant questions can be omitted, and specific questions supporting the operational strategy and objectives of a specific hotel or company could be added.
Use of the Housekeeping Operational Audit in its original form or, more likely in a shortened customized form, would be clearly beneficial for independent lodging properties. However, corporate, franchised and branded properties could also benefit. While they all have some kind of inspection, questionnaire or "check list" in place, this document could serve as a checking tool to be sure there are no voids in their individual check lists and procedures. Input from all employees regarding operational policies and procedures can be critical in ensuring the effectiveness of the audit. All housekeeping employees, including those at the operative staff level, as well as the supervisory and managerial levels should be involved in the operational audit process.
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Conducting the Audit
After the initial review and modification to the document, the executive housekeeper or appropriate department head should meet with employees or representatives from each shift which will participate. The executive housekeeper should explain the purpose and process, and answer questions. If all shifts are involved from the beginning, staff will feel ownership of the audit and have an interest in the results. They will follow up on those items which require it with the collaboration and support of supervisors and department heads.
Each affected shift and area should complete sections of the audit appropriate to them. Some sections are particularly useful for supervisors and managers. When the audit is completed, supervisors and managers should meet with the shift or their representatives to review it. Identifying areas of strength is important so that management can reinforce and preserve these sections. Those involved can plan improvement strategies for those areas which need strengthening or modification. Attaching a time line to correct deficiencies is important. This is necessary to follow up on the next audit. As designed, the audit form itself provides for automatic reminders on these items. Some areas will surely remain the same in the audit and will require only a check mark. Nevertheless, at least they will have been considered. This is important in addressing changes in the environment, personnel and markets. Individual properties could choose to assign numeric compliance ratings to some or all of the occurrences in each section rather than just using a simple yes or no. Such a decision is best left to each hotel.
If a hotel chooses not to use front line employees to complete the audit, it becomes crucial to make certain that they understand why the hotel does the audit. Reviewing the results with the employees is also important. The first time around, a property might want to employ an outsider (third party agent) to plan and execute the audit. This person would have the time necessary for this initial foray if time is a problem at the property. Nevertheless, this outside agent should involve all concerned.
CONCLUSION
Quality improvement and control, the buzz phrase of the 90's, is still important. It can give the competitive edge and ensure market share. This study resulted in a comprehensive view of operating techniques which were deemed the most important based on the analysis of frequency of use by the respondents. The audit described here is another practical tool in the quality kit. Its value is enhanced when used in conjunction with follow-up changes in a property's operation and when used as a basis for good training. The operational audit is a tool which can establish a primary benchmark for individual properties. It is also a tool which could be used in combination with appropriate quality, financial, and service metrics in housekeeping departments.
Readers who would like a full copy of the Housekeeping Operational Audit or the Front Office Operational Audit may obtain them by contacting the authors directly.
